A huge set of focused attention experiments show that when presented with color words printed in color, observers report the ink color faster if the carrier word is the name of the color rather than the name of an alternative color, the Stroop effect. There is also a large number (although not so numerous as the Stroop task) of so-called ''redundant targets studies" that are based on divided attention instructions. These almost always indicate that observers report the presence of a visual target ('redness' in the stimulus) faster if there are two replications of the target (the word RED in red ink color) than if only one is present (RED in green or GREEN in red). The present set of four experiments employs the same stimuli and same participants in both designs. Evidence supports the traditional interference account of the Stroop effect, but also supports a non-interference parallel processing account of the word and the color in the divided attention task. Theorists are challenged to find a unifying model that parsimoniously explains both seemingly contradictory results.
Introduction
The Stroop effect (Stroop, 1935 ) is a prime example of the human failure to attend selectively to an individual aspect of the stimulus. When naming the color in which color words are printed, people seem unable to ignore the meaning of the carrier words. To gauge the influence of the taskirrelevant words, the Stroop effect is defined as the difference in color-naming performance between congruent (the word naming its color such as RED in red, with the former signifying the word and the latter the color) and incongruent (word and color conflict, such as RED in green) stimuli. Better performance with congruent than with incongruent stimuli shows that people paid attention to the task-irrelevant words, thereby compromising exclusive focus on the print colors. The robustness of the pattern and its potential utility for understanding central aspects of human attention and automatic action rendered the Stroop effect the single most popular phenomenon in current cognitive science.
1 Despite its popularity, the effect has proven surprisingly resilient to a final theoretical resolution. The vast majority, if not all, of Stroop designs employ focused attention: the participants are asked to report the color while ignoring the word. The resulting interference is taken then to indicate that people are unable to selectively attend to the color and block out the word meaning. We wondered what would happen if participants were required to attend simultaneously both to the color and the word. That is, we would run an experiment with the original color-word stimuli but in a divided attention paradigm.
